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Munich, 28 June 1989 !RAD/David Goodlett)
Summary: This week's celebrations of a major new
cathedral and of the 600th anniversary of the
destruction of the medieval Serbian
empire
embody the positive and negative
aspects of
Serbian nationalism.

* * *
Manifestations of Serbi.an nationalism have been reflected
this week in separate but related events. On Sunday, June 25,
the world's largest functioning orthodox cathedral, Saint Sava,
was inaugurated in Belgrade. Three days later, Serbs throughout
Yugoslavia are celebrating the 600th anniversary of the battle
of Kosovo Polje, or the Field of Blackbirds, a Serbian defeat
that sealed Ottoman rule over Serbia and much of the rest of the
Balkans for the next 500 years. Both these observances, and the
circumstances leading up to and surrounding them, exhibit both
the positive aspects and the dangers that have accompanied the
surge in Serbian nationalism fostered over at least the past
year by the Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic.
Construction began on the cathedral of Saint Sava in 1935
but was halted by the German invasion of Yugoslavia in 1941.
Shortly after the end of the war, the hierarchy of the Serbian
Orthodox Church began a series of repeated, but fruitless,
appeals to the Yugoslav government for permission to resume work
on the building. Only with the death of Tito in 1980 and the
removal of his firm grip on Yugoslav politics in general and on
such potentially contentious issues as religious and national
aspirations in particular did there appear any likelihood of
gaining official approval for resuming the project. Finally, in
1984, permission was granted and work began again.
Saint Sava's Cathedral has come to represent for Serbs
their perception of themselves as triumphant in the face of
repression.
It was on the site of the new church that the
Ottoman Turks burned the remains of Saint Sava, who is regarded
as the founder of the Serbian Orthodox Church. By this act the
Ottoman rulers were symbolically destroying not only Sava's
religious
influence
in Serbia but also
preventing
the
continuation of the Serbian cultural or political tradition.
Thus, since its inception, the attempt to build a church on this
site has constituted an assertion of Serbian nationalism. In
response, Serbs around the world have rallied to support the
project.
The construction has
been financed entirely by
voluntary
donations,
including
considerable
sums
from
individuals in the United States and Canada.
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Although the cathedral will not be finished until 1992,
enough work had been completed to enable the patriarch to hold
the first service as scheduled on June 26. Beneath a 4,000-ton
cupola that took 20 days to be raised into place and before
about 12,000 people inside the cathedral (including the daughter
of the Prince Regent of Yugoslavia at the outbreak of the Second
World War) and more than 100,000 outside, Patriarch German,
accompanied by all the Serbian Orthodox bishops, conducted a
service lasting 3 hours. 1 Almost on the eve, therefore, of a
most important anniversary, a monument to the Serbs' sense of
pride and renewal was .inaugurated in Belgrade.
Three days after the first service in the cathedral, Serbs
throughout Yugoslavia and in Kosovo Polje are celebrating the
600th anniversary (June 28) of the Ottomans' defeat of the
medieval Serbian state. Those papers that support Milosevic
have thoroughly publicized the event in a highly nationalistic
spirit.
True, various Serbian and Yugoslav officials have
attempted over the last year or so to reassure the other
Yugoslav nationalities that Kosovo Polje is an anniversary not
just for Serbs but one that commemorates a decisive date in the
history of the entire Balkans, and even of the West and
Christendom as a whole, and that it should thus be celebrated by
all Yugoslavs. These attempts appear to have had only limited
success, however, although representatives of the Croatian
Catholic Church attended the service at Saint Sava's Cathedral
and many representatives of the government, the League of
Communists of Yugoslavia, and various Yugoslav organizations
have taken part in the festivities.
June 28 is, moreover, the anniversary of two other events
in Yugoslav history. In 1948 on this date Stalin cast Yugoslavia
out of the Cominform, thereby cutting it off from the bloc and
forcing it to develop an alternative model of communism. Perhaps
more important, it was on 28 June 1914 that Gavrilo Princip, a
nationalist Serbian student, assassinated the Hapsburg Archduke
Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo, triggering off the chain of events
that led to the outbreak of World War I. The student radicals
wanted the Hapsburgs out
of
Bosnia-Herzegovina,
which the
nationalists claimed for Serbia, and were particularly incensed
that the archduke had chosen June 28 to visit the town, which
they took as a provocation. Against this background it is
perhaps not surprising that some other nationalities are a
little
uneasy
about
the prospect
of
massive
Serbian
demonstrations on this day.
Serbia's State President Slobodan Milosevic has become the
focal point for others' fears of Serbian nationalism.
He is
perceived as having
manipulated
and directed the recent
successful attempts to reassert Serbian control over
the
predominantly ethnic Albanian province of Kosovo, the population
of which is now about 90% Albanian but which is also the

traditional heart of

medieval

Serbia

and

the location of t h e ~
(
. ')
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battle of Kosovo Polje in 1389. In the process, he has widely
been seen at home and abroad as having fanned nationalist
sentiments among Serbs in order to increase his own personal
clout, as well as to advance the power of Serbia within the
Yugoslav federation.
Milosevic's most vehement detractors,
especially in Slovenia and Croatia, depict him as a hard-line
Stalinist on party matters and a fighter for Serbian domination
of the rest of Yugoslavia.
It is true that Milosevic has advocated market-oriented
economic reforms; but his overall image remains that of a
demagogue, nationalist, and dogmatist.
Even within Serbia he
has recently come under attack. On June 22 the Committee for
the Defense of Freedom of Thought and Expression, a group of
nonconformist
Serbian intellectuals, condemned the Serbian
authorities' treatment of ethnic Albanian prisoners in Kosovo;
their censure was aimed implicitly at Milosevic~ 2
Since
Milosevic is regarded by many Yugoslavs as the personification
of aggressive Serbian nationalism, the speech he is to make
today will be studied widely
for clues as to his future
political course, which is bound to affect not only Serbia but
all of Yugoslavia as well.

* * *
1

Vecernje Novosti (Belgrade), 26 June 1989.

2

Borba (Belgrade), 22 June 1989.
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